Coping with the emotional demands of caring.
A grounded theory investigation produced a model for how caregivers are affected by the experience of caring. Whether nurses felt fulfilled by caring or traumatized by the risks of personal loss and emotional overload was determined by the meanings they were able to create from the experience. These meanings were derived from both inner personal resources as well as contextual resources. Positive meanings produced an alchemical effect described as a "peak experience," which reinforced engagement and the commitment to caring. Negative meanings associated with emotional depletion and trauma lead to disengagement and withdrawal from caring. Implications are discussed.